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A device for stimulating living tissue or nerves by individual 
or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating electrodes 
which stimulate living tissue or nerves by stimulating pulses 
includes an electrical circuit which regulates the electric volt- 
age or charge on the stimulating electrodes as a function of the 
electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes and 
reduces or equalises imbalances of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes. This device is capable of equalizing 
the electric charge on the stimulating electrodes of a stimu- 
lation system. The device and the process for using the device 
have the advantage that imbalances of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes, and the associated disadvantageous 
effects on the tissue and on the nerves, are avoided or elimi- 
nated. Furthermore, the device has a small space requirement. 
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DEVICE FOR CONTROLLING THE 
ELECTRIC CHARGE ON STIMULATING 
ELECTRODES 


CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 


The present Application claims the benefit of priority to the 
following International Application: PCT/EP2005/013258 
titled “Device for Controlling the Electric Charge on Stimu- 
lating Electrodes” filed on Dec. 9, 2005, which claims priority 
to German Patent Application No. DE 102004059973.4 filed 
on Dec. 13, 2004 (which are both incorporated by reference in 
their entirety). 


FIELD 


The present invention relates to a device for controlling the 
electric voltage or the electric charge on stimulating elec- 
trodes that serve for the stimulation of living tissue or nerves. 
The present invention relates, in particular, to an electronic 
circuit for controlling the electric charge on stimulating elec- 
trodes in a system for stimulating living tissue or nerves by 
individual or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating elec- 
trodes. 


BACKGROUND 


Devices in the form of implants for stimulating living tis- 
sue are already known. For instance, implants for the retina of 
the human eye have been developed that are provided for the 
purpose of treating patients whose eyesight has been partially 
or completely lost as a result of defects in the retina. In this 
case, in principle a microelectronic device having a plurality 
of light-sensitive pixel elements is implanted in the region of 
the retina, via which an image projected onto the retina by the 
still-intact lens of the eye is registered; alternatively, the reg- 
istration of the image may also be effected by means of an 
external camera. The image registered by the pixel elements 
or by the camera is converted into electrical signals and output 
to the surrounding tissue—or, to be more exact, to the cells of 
the retina—via stimulating electrodes by means of electrical 
stimulating pulses, in order in this way to restore or to 
improve the eyesight of the patient who has lost, or partially 
lost, his or her sight. 

Imbalances of electric charges on the stimulating elec- 
trodes may arise in the course of the stimulation of living 
tissue or nerves by individual or repeated stimulating pulses 
via stimulating electrodes. In known stimulation systems or 
stimulators, use is frequently made of pulse-generators, in 
order to generate the electrical stimulating pulses at the 
stimulating electrodes. In this case the shape or contour of the 
electrical stimulating pulses is adapted to the type of tissue to 
be stimulated. Via a current-generator the stimulating elec- 
trodes have electric current applied to them that corresponds 
to the electrical stimulating pulses generated by the pulse- 
generator. 

However, after an individual stimulating pulse a small elec- 
tric charge may be left behind on the stimulating electrode, for 
example by reason of errors or tolerances. A continuously 
residual or increasing imbalance of the electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes may result in an undesirable flow of 
current between the stimulating electrodes, and hence in dam- 
age both to the tissue and to the stimulating electrodes, which 
may lead to the destruction of the stimulating electrodes and 
to the total failure of the stimulation system. By reason of 
imbalances of electric charges on the stimulating electrodes, 
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in particular a flow of direct current may occur between the 
stimulating electrodes, which for the patient may be associ- 
ated with unpleasant sensations and disadvantageous effects 
on the tissue or on the nerves. 

In some known stimulation systems the elimination of 
imbalances of electric charges on the stimulating electrodes is 
effected, for example, by short-circuiting the electrodes or by 
means of parallel resistors for passive discharging of the 
stimulating electrodes or of series capacitors which are cus- 
tomarily used. However, such devices have the disadvantage 
that they are associated with a large space requirement, for it 
is desirable, in principle, to accommodate stimulation sys- 
tems in as small a space as possible. 

U.S. Pat. No. 6,301,505 ВІ describes a device for stimu- 
lating nerve tissue, in particular in the inner ear or pertaining 
to muscle tissue. An electrical circuit monitors the build-up of 
potential between the stimulating electrodes. As soon as a 
potential between the stimulating electrodes is detected that is 
too high, further stimulations are prevented, so that the poten- 
tial difference between the stimulating electrodes is unable to 
build up further. A stimulation of the stimulating electrodes is 
then suppressed until such time as, by virtue of a short circuit 
between the electrodes, the potential difference has been 
equalised again or lies below the limiting value. This device 
has the disadvantage that no stimulation can be performed 
until a potential difference between the stimulating electrodes 
has been equalised. 

DE 101 51 650 A1 describes an electrode arrangement for 
electrical stimulation with a stimulating electrode, via which 
a stimulus signal is supplied to biological material, and with 
a counter-electrode. In addition, the electrode arrangement is 
equipped with a sensor electrode, with which a polarising 
voltage on the stimulating electrode is determined, as a result 
of which static portions of the electrode polarisation can also 
be detected. According to this known process, the polarising 
potential is measured continuously, and the stimulating signal 
is influenced in such a manner that the polarising potential 
between the stimulating electrodes does not exceed a defined 
value. This is obtained either by adjusting the amplitude or by 
switching the stimulating signal off. The disadvantage of this 
electrode arrangement consists in the fact that with the sensor 
electrode an additional electrode is needed for measuring the 
polarising potential, which increases the costs of the stimu- 
lation device, the effort in connection with the implantation, 
and the damage to the tissue to be stimulated. Furthermore, 
with this known method the measurement of a potential dif- 
ference between the stimulating electrodes 15 effected during 
the stimulation, as a result of which the result of measurement 
may be impaired. 

The object underlying the present invention is to create a 
device having little space requirement for the purpose of 
controlling the electric charge on stimulating electrodes, said 
device reducing or eliminating an undesirable flow of current 
between the stimulating electrodes of a stimulation system by 
reason of imbalances of electric charges on the stimulating 
electrodes. 

This object is achieved by means of the device according to 
the invention with the features according to Claim 1 and also 
by means of a process with the features according to Claim 
14. Advantageous further developments of the invention are 
specified in each of the dependent claims. 


SUMMARY 


According to one aspect ofthe present invention, the afore- 
mentioned object is achieved by means of a device for stimu- 
lating living tissue or nerves by individual or repeated stimu- 
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lating pulses via stimulating electrodes which are contacted 
with living nerves or tissue that are/is stimulated by the stimu- 
lating pulses of the stimulating electrodes, said device com- 
prising an electrical circuit which controls the electric voltage 
or the electric charge on the stimulating electrodes as a func- 
tion of the electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes 
and reduces or equalises imbalances of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes. 

According to a further aspect of the present invention, the 
aforementioned object is achieved by means of a process for 
operating the aforementioned device comprising the follow- 
ing steps: ascertaining an electric voltage between the stimu- 
lating electrodes or ascertaining an imbalance of electric 
charges on the stimulating electrodes, comparing the ascer- 
tained voltage between the stimulating electrodes with a pre- 
determined voltage range, and generating and applying a 
positive or negative electric current of defined duration and 
intensity to at least one stimulating electrode, as a result of 
which the electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes, 
or an imbalance of electric charges on the stimulating elec- 
trodes, is reduced or equalised. 

According to the present invention, a device, and also a 
process for operating the device, is consequently made avail- 
able that is capable of regulating the electric charge on stimu- 
lating electrodes of a system for stimulating living tissue or 
nerves, and of bringing about an equalisation of charge on the 
stimulating electrodes. The present invention makes avail- 
able, in particular, an electronic circuit that serves for con- 
trolling and equalising the electric charge on stimulating elec- 
trodes in a system for stimulating living tissue or nerves by 
individual or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating elec- 
trodes. The device according to the invention is therefore 
capable of bringing about an equalisation of the electric 
charge on the stimulating electrodes of the stimulation sys- 
tem. 

A particular advantage of the device according to the 
invention consequently consists in the fact that imbalances of 
electric charges on the stimulating electrodes and the associ- 
ated disadvantageous effects on the tissue and on the nerves 
are avoided, in that they are actively eliminated by an appro- 
priate charge equalisation. A further advantage of the device 
according to the invention consists in the fact that it no longer 
requires use of series capacitors, and therefore has a smaller 
space requirement than known devices. Although the use of at 
least one parallel resistor is not absolutely essential, it may be 
provided, where appropriate, for the purpose of enhancing the 
initial-error security. Yet another advantage of the device 
according to the invention consists in the fact that, besides the 
stimulating electrodes, no additional measuring electrode is 
needed. 


BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES 


Further particulars, preferred embodiments and advan- 
tages of the present invention will become apparent from the 
following description with reference to the drawing. 

FIG. 1 shows a schematic block diagram of an electrical 
circuit for a device according to a preferred embodiment of 
the present invention for use in a stimulation system. 

FIG. 2 shows an electrode model in the form of a schematic 
representation with an electrical equivalent circuit diagram 
for a device according to a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention in a stimulation system. 

FIG. 3 shows an electrical equivalent circuit for represent- 
ing varying states of the stimulating electrodes of a stimula- 
tion system with a device according to a preferred embodi- 
ment of the present invention. 
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4 
DETAILED DESCRIPTION 


Represented in FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an 
electrical circuit for a device according to a first preferred 
embodiment of the present invention which can be employed 
in a stimulation system for stimulating living tissue or nerves 
by individual or repeated stimulating pulses. In this preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, the device according to 
the invention includes a pulse-generator 1 which generates 
electrical pulses. These electrical pulses are passed from the 
pulse-generator 1 to a current/voltage source 2, where they 
are amplified into stimulating pulses and transmitted by elec- 
trical lines to a first stimulating electrode 6 and to a second 
stimulating electrode or counter-electrode 7. 

The stimulating electrodes 6, 7 are, for example, contacted 
with human nerves or tissue 8 that are/is stimulated by the 
stimulating pulses of the stimulating electrodes 6, 7. In this 
case the shape or contour of the electrical stimulating pulses 
generated by the pulse-generator 1 and by the current/voltage 
source 2 is adapted to the type of tissue to be stimulated or to 
the type of nerves to be stimulated. The connection via the 
electrical line between the current/voltage source 2 and the 
stimulating electrode 6 can be interrupted or established by a 
switching contact 10. 

The embodiment of the device according to the invention 
represented in FIG. 1 for stimulating living tissue or nerves 
further includes a coulombmeter or voltmeter 5 which is 
connected to the two stimulating electrodes 6 and 7. The 
coulombmeter or voltmeter 5 ascertains the electric voltage 
between the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 and therefore ascer- 
tains imbalances of electric charges or differences in charge 
on the stimulating electrodes 6, 7, which are passed to a 
comparator 4. The comparator 4 establishes whether the volt- 
age between the stimulating electrodes 6 and 7 ascertained by 
the coulombmeter or voltmeter 5 lies below, within or above 
a predetermined voltage range which is defined by predeter- 
mined limiting values. 

The comparator 4 is connected to a charge-injector 3 which 
is able to generate an electric current of defined duration and 
intensity. The charge-injector 3 is in turn connected to the 
stimulating electrode 6 via an electrical line, it being possible 
for the connection between the charge-injector 3 and the 
stimulating electrode 6 to be interrupted or established by a 
switching contact 9. On the basis of the result ascertained by 
the comparator 4 with respect to the voltage between the 
stimulating electrodes 6 and 7, the comparator 4 transmits a 
corresponding signal to the charge-injector 3, whereupon the 
charge-injector 3 is able to apply a positive or negative elec- 
tric current of defined duration and intensity to the stimulat- 
ing electrode 6. 

Ifthe comparator 4 establishes that the voltage between the 
stimulating electrodes 6, 7 does not lie within the predeter- 
mined voltage range, the charge-injector 3 applies an appro- 
priate electric current of defined intensity to the stimulating 
electrode 6 for a defined time-interval. In this case the direc- 
tion ofthe equalising current, or the polarity ofthe equalising 
current, is chosen by the charge-injector 3 in such a way that 
the absolute voltage between the stimulating electrodes 6 and 
7 decreases. After application of the equalising current of 
defined length and amplitude, the voltage can be ascertained 
again. If it is subsequently established by the comparator 4 
that an electric voltage between the electrodes 6, 7 still lies 
outside the predetermined voltage range, the application of a 
further equalising current is repeated. 

This process of alternating ascertainment of the electric 
voltage between the electrodes 6, 7 and the application of 
current pulses for the purpose of equalising imbalances of 
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electric charges on the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 can be 
repeated until the electric voltage between the electrodes 6, 7 
lies within the predetermined voltage range or the electric 
charge on the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 has been equalised. 
As soon as the voltage between the stimulating electrodes 6, 
7 again lies within the predetermined voltage range, or the 
electric charge on the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 has been 
equalised, the charge-injector 3 no longer applies any current 
to the stimulating electrode 6, by, for example, the generation 
of current by the charge-injector 3 being switched off or by 
the connection between the charge-injector 3 and the stimu- 
lating electrode 6 being interrupted by the switching contact 
9. 

As in the case of the embodiment of the device according to 
the invention represented in FIG. 1, it is sufficient that the 
charge-injector 3 is connected to only one stimulating elec- 
trode 6, since the charge-injector 3 is capable of generating a 
positive or a negative voltage with the requisite current inten- 
sity in order to bring about a charge equalisation between the 
stimulating electrodes 6, 7. Whether a positive or a negative 
voltage, and which current intensity, is required for the charge 
equalisation between the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 is ascer- 
tained beforehand by the coulombmeter or voltmeter 5 and by 
the comparator 4 and passed to the charge-injector 3. By 
virtue of this actively controlled regulation via the coulomb- 
meter or voltmeter 5, the comparator 4 and the closed-loop 
control of the equalising current by means of the charge- 
injector 3, it is guaranteed that the voltage between the stimu- 
lating electrodes 6 and 7 does not exceed defined limiting 
values, or that the electric voltage between the stimulating 
electrodes 6 and 7 decreases or is reduced to zero. 

The device according to the invention for equalising imbal- 
ances of electric charges on the stimulating electrodes can be 
used generally in a system for stimulating tissue or nerves by 
individual or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating elec- 
trodes and is preferably integrated within such a stimulation 
system. According to a particular aspect of the present inven- 
tion, the device according to the invention for equalising 
imbalances of electric charges on the stimulating electrodes is 
preferably active only when no load current or no stimulating 
current is applied to the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 via the 
current source 2, 1.е. if the tissue (8, 12) or nerves contacted 
with the stimulating electrodes (6, 7) is/are not being stimu- 
lated by stimulating pulses of the stimulating electrodes (6, 
7). In this way, any possible imbalances of electric charges on 
the stimulating electrodes can be ascertained in particularly 
exact manner and equalised by almost currentless measure- 
ment. 

FIG. 2 shows an electrode model in the form of a schematic 
representation with an electrical equivalent circuit diagram 
for a device according to a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention for use in a stimulation system. A model for 
describing the fundamental processes at the stimulating elec- 
trodes of a stimulation system according to the invention is 
represented in FIG. 2. 

The electrode model, represented in FIG. 2, of the device 
according to the invention will be elucidated by way of 
example on the basis of a retina-stimulation system for appli- 
cationin a human eye, wherein only one stimulating electrode 
6 of the retina-stimulation system has been represented. On 
the right-hand side of FIG. 2 the contacting ofthe stimulating 
electrode 6 ofthe retina-stimulation system with the retina 12 
of a human eye has been represented schematically. In this 
case the stimulating electrode 6 is in contact with the retina 12 
ofthe human eye via an electrolyte 11, with a boundary layer 
13 being formed between the stimulating electrode 6 and the 
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electrolyte 11. The electrolyte 11 consists substantially of an 
aqueous solution in which electrically charged ions are to be 
found. 

An electrical equivalent circuit diagram for elucidating the 
mode of operation of the device according to the invention is 
represented on the left-hand side of FIG. 2, wherein the rela- 
tions of the respective structural parts of the stimulation sys- 
tem to the components in question of the equivalent circuit 
diagram have been indicated by arrows. The part of the 
equivalent circuit diagram that is encompassed by the brace in 
FIG. 2 serves for representing the fundamental processes at 
the boundary layer 13 between the stimulating electrode 6 
and the electrolyte 11. 

The equivalent circuit diagram of the boundary layer 13 
between the stimulating electrode 6 and the electrolyte 11 
comprises a first electrical nodal point P1, a boundary-layer 
resistor Rg, a capacitor Cg, a first series connection consisting 
of a first diode D1 and a first resistor R1, a second series 
connection consisting of a second diode D2 and a second 
resistor R2, and also a second electrical nodal point P2. The 
boundary-layer resistor Rg, the capacitor Cg, the first series 
connection consisting of the first diode D1 and the first resis- 
tor R1, the second series connection consisting of the second 
diode D2 and the second resistor R2 are each connected in 
parallel between the first electrical nodal point P1 and the 
second electrical nodal point P2. 

The first diode D1 is connected within the first series con- 
nection in such a way that its cathode is connected to the 
electrical nodal point P1, whereas the second diode D2 within 
the second series connection is connected in such a way that 
its anode is connected to the electrical nodal point P1. Con- 
nected between the second electrical nodal point P2 and a 
third electrical nodal point P3 is an electrolyte resistance 
R ctectrotyte: to Which a specific resistance ofthe tissue Ryssue is 
connected. 

The individual components of the equivalent circuit dia- 
gram have the following physical equivalents with reference 
to the components of the stimulation system. The boundary- 
layer capacitor Cg corresponds to the electrical capacitance at 
the boundary layer 13 between the stimulating electrode 6 
and the electrolyte 11. The boundary-layer capacitance Cg is 
substantially determined by the orientation of the water-di- 
pole molecules that are present in the electrolyte 11 and also 
by the accumulation of the ions that are present in the elec- 
trolyte 11. During a stimulation of the retina by the stimulat- 
ing electrode 6, in the course of an orderly operation of the 
stimulation system the ions that are present in the electrolyte 
are not discharged. The electrical capacitance Cg at the 
boundary layer is determined furthermore by the effective 
surface area of the electrode 6 and by the physical properties 
of the electrolyte 11. 

The boundary-layer resistance Rg describes the behaviour 
of a slight transport of charge within the boundary layer 13 
between the electrolyte 11 and the stimulating electrode 6. 
The boundary-layer resistance Rg lies within the range of 10 
megohm. Transports of charge may occur within the bound- 
ary layer 13 without disadvantageous effects necessarily 
occurring that will be described further below. 

The electrolyte resistance К „ corresponds to the 
electrical resistance of the electrolyte 11 and is composed 
substantially of the effective surface area of the stimulating 
electrode 6 and the specific resistance of the electrolyte 11. 

The resistance of the retina and of the subretinal tissue 
layers situated below it is substantially determined by the 


specific resistance В „..„. of the tissue. In this case the specific 
tissue resistance R,,,.,,- is greater than the specific resistance 
Rerecerotyte Of the electrolyte 11. 
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Between the electrical nodal points P1 and P2 a voltage 
may build up that is denoted in the following by V12. Even if 
the voltage between P1 and P2 does not exceed the break- 
down voltages of the diodes D1 and D2, a current is able to 
flow within the boundary layer 13 without disadvantageous 
effects on the stimulating electrode 6 or on the tissue arising 
thereby. 

The choice and the arrangement of the aforementioned 
electrical components of the equivalent circuit diagram indi- 
cated in FIG. 2 have been kept as simple as possible, in order 
to represent the fundamental processes at the boundary layer 
13 between the stimulating electrode 6 and the retina 12 in 
readily comprehensible manner. For an exact depiction of the 
effects occurring in reality between the stimulating electrode 
6 and the retina 12, further components would have to be 
added to the equivalent circuit diagram. In particular, the 
choice of the two diodes D1 and D2 which are arranged with 
opposite polarity is therefore to be understood as being 
merely symbolic. 

In the following, disadvantageous processes will be 
described with reference to FIG. 2 which during the operation 
of a stimulation system may occur in the stimulating elec- 
trode 6, in the electrolyte 11 between the stimulating elec- 
trode 6 and the retina 12, and also at the boundary layer 13 
between the electrolyte 11 and the stimulating electrode 6. In 
this case the diodes D1 and D2 are to be regarded as ideal 
elements, the breakdown voltages of which preferably lie 
within the range of a few tenths of a volt. In the course of 
operation of the stimulation system, depending on anodic or 
cathodic excitation of the diodes D1 and D2 as a result of the 
exceeding of discrete voltages between the electrical nodal 
points P1 and P2 over a defined period of time various effects 
may occur, which can essentially be differentiated into four 
case-specific groups: 

1. Theions contained in the electrolyte 11 go into solution, 

and the electrode 6 dissolves. 

2. The ions contained in the electrolyte 11 are discharged, 

and the electrode 6 grows. 

3. The surface ofthe electrode 6 is oxidised or reduced. 

4. A formation of gas occurs in the electrolyte 11. 

The aforementioned effects, which in the course of opera- 
tion of the stimulation system may occur in the stimulating 
electrode 6, in the electrolyte 11 between the stimulating 
electrode 6 and the retina 12, and also at the boundary layer 13 
between the electrolyte 11 and the stimulating electrode 6, are 
disadvantageous for the stimulated tissue and for flawless 
functioning of the stimulation system. In connection with the 
drive of stimulating electrodes, it is therefore an objective to 
avoid the aforementioned case-specific groups of disadvan- 
tageous effects in every case. This objective is attained, on the 
one hand, by the voltage V12 between the electrical nodal 
points P1 and P2 always being kept below the breakdown 
voltages of the diodes D1 and D2. In order to bring this about, 
the various states of the stimulating electrodes have to be 
considered. 

FIG. 3 shows a schematic equivalent circuit for represent- 
ing varying states of the stimulating electrodes of a stimula- 
tion system with a device according to a preferred embodi- 
ment of the present invention. In this representation too, a 
retina-stimulation system serves as an example of the use or 
mode of operation of the device according to the invention, 
with only one stimulating electrode 6 and one counter-elec- 
trode 7 ofthe stimulation system being represented in FIG. 3. 
Nevertheless, a stimulation system ordinarily includes a large 
number of stimulating electrodes 6, 7 which are each con- 
tacted with the retina 12 of a human eye. 
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The equivalent circuit diagram represented in FIG. 3 com- 
prises several series connections arranged in parallel which 
each reproduce one state ofthe stimulating electrodes 6, 7, in 
which connection for the elucidation of the electrode states 
reference is also made to the equivalent circuit diagram rep- 
resented in FIG. 2. Each ofthe series connections represented 
in FIG. 3 is connected, via one end, to the stimulating elec- 
trode 6 and, via the other end, to the stimulating electrode 7. 
Each of the series connections in FIG. 3 exhibits a switch 14, 
via which the connection ofthe series connection in question 
to the stimulating electrode 6 can be interrupted or estab- 
lished. 

The first series connection comprises a resistor В ст, a volt- 
age source V pc and also an alternating-current source Уу. 
The second series connection comprises a resistor В сновг 
and a voltage source Уснорт. The third series connection 
comprises a resistor Ropgy and a voltage source У, „у. The 
fourth series connection comprises a resistor Rx. 

Inthecase ofa mode ofoperation ofthe stimulation system 
without short-circuit wiring of the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 
a drive frequency of approximately 60 Hz may be used as a 
basis, so that a stimulation cycle for the stimulating electrode 
6 of approximately 16.7 ms arises. Within this stimulation 
cycle the stimulating electrode is stimulated over a time- 
interval of approximately 3 ms. The application of an electric 
voltage or charge to the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 in a stimu- 
lation cycle corresponds to the electrode state of the first 
series connection. Outside the stimulation cycle either the 
stimulating electrode 6 is briefly short-circuited with the 
counter-electrode 7, which corresponds to the electrode state 
ofthe second series connection, orthe stimulating electrode is 
open, i.e. it does not have an electric voltage or charge applied 
to it, which corresponds to the electrode state of the third 
series connection. 

Proceeding from the assumption that only approximately 
10% of all the stimulating electrodes of the stimulation sys- 
tem are driven simultaneously, and that this drive is to some 
extent uniformly distributed, a stimulating electrode only has 
an electric voltage or charge applied to it for approximately 
1.8% of the operating-time of the stimulation system. Also in 
the case of a non-uniform distribution of the drive of the 
stimulating electrodes, the time predominates in each case 
with about 9096 of the operating-time of the stimulation sys- 
tem, in which the electrode is running at no load or, to be more 
exact, is open, i.e. does not have an electric voltage or charge 
applied to it. 

During this time the capacitor Cg represented in FIG. 2 can 
be charged via the leakage current Т which flows via the 
voltage source V, ,.. In this case it is assumed that the 
resistance Rg represented in FIG. 2 amounts to approximately 
10 Mohm and the voltage V12 between the electrical nodal 
points represented in FIG. 2 must not exceed approximately 
200 mV. In order to avoid one of the aforementioned disad- 
vantageous effects, I,,,,<20 nA must hold. Ifthe capacitor Cg 
is discharged in the meantime, the leakage current Т may 
be correspondingly larger. If, on the other hand, the resistance 
Rg were infinitely large, Т would have to be equal to 0 in 
order to guarantee an orderly operation of the device accord- 
ing to the invention. 

In the course of a stimulation, a stimulating-pulse current 
of at most 1 mA is assumed. A deviation of 0.01% then 
corresponds to a direct current of 100 nA. If the electrode is 
stimulated for at most 10% of the time, this results in a direct 
current of 10 nA. This means that, without a charge equali- 
sation between the stimulating pulses, a charge balance or a 
charge equalisation between the stimulating electrodes of 
approximately the same order of magnitude has to take place. 
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There is no possibility for direct measurement or monitor- 
ing of the voltage V12 between the first electrical nodal point 
P1 and the second electrical nodal point P2, since in the 
course of a measurement of the total voltage V12 the drops in 
voltage above the electrolyte 11 and the retinal tissue 12 are 
also measured. A voltage measurement or residual-potential 
measurement between the first electrical nodal point P1 and 
the second electrical nodal point P2 is therefore only possible, 
first of all, at times when no stimulation is taking place at the 
stimulating electrodes 6,7—that is to say, when measurement 
is being effected in virtually currentless manner. 

As can be gathered from the equivalent circuit diagram 
represented in FIG. 3, a protective resistor К may optionally 
beinserted which is connected, on one side, to the electrode 6 
and, on the other side, to the counter-electrode 7; the termi- 
nals of the protective resistor В ; have been represented by 
dashed connecting lines. This protective resistance R may lie 
approximately within the range of 100 kohm and, in the event 
ofacharge imbalance between the stimulating electrodes 6, 7 
ofapproximately 196, would suffice to discharge the capacitor 
Cg between the stimulation phases. 

In addition, or alternatively, there is also the possibility of 
discharging the capacitor Cg between the stimulating elec- 
trodes 6, 7 by short-circuiting the electrode 6 with the 
counter-electrode 7. This could be effected, for example, 
between two stimulating pulses by means of a short circuit of 
the electrode 6 with the counter-electrode 7 for about 3 ms. 
However, in this case attention should be paid to ensuring that 
at this time of discharging by short-circuiting of an electrode 
with its counter-electrode no adjacent electrodes are stimu- 
lated that are located in the vicinity of the short-circuited 
stimulating electrodes. 

The device may include a chip. The electrical circuits may 
include electronic components and also metallic conductor 
tracks for the contacting thereof, which may be photolitho- 
graphically microstructured and accommodated on the chip. 

The present invention has been elucidated through merely 
one application example on the basis of the electrode model 
and the equivalent circuit diagram in connection with a retina- 
stimulation system foruse in a human eye. The device accord- 
ing to the invention that is defined by the Claims and also the 
process according to the invention may, of course, also be 
used in other stimulation systems. 

The invention claimed is: 

1. A device for stimulating living tissue cells or nerves, 
comprising: 

stimulating electrodes configured to be in contact with 
living nerve cells or tissue and configured to stimulate 
the living nerve cells or tissue by individual or repeated 
stimulating pulses of the stimulating electrodes; 

a pulse-generator and a current/voltage source arranged to 
provide the individual or repeated stimulating pulses to 
the stimulating electrodes, wherein the stimulating elec- 
trodes have an electric voltage and an electric charge in 
response to the at least one pulse; 

a coulombmeter and/or a voltmeter which is connected to 
the stimulating electrodes and which determines a volt- 
age on or an imbalance of electric charges on the stimu- 
lating electrodes; and 

an electrical circuit which performs feedback control to 
control the electric voltage orthe electric charge remain- 
ing on the stimulating electrodes as a function of the 
electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes and 
reduces or equalizes imbalances of electric charges on 
the stimulating electrodes; and 

wherein the electrical circuit includes a charge-injector 
that is connected to the current/voltage source and to the 
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coulombmeter and/or voltmeter and to at least one ofthe 
stimulating electrodes, wherein the charge-injector gen- 
erates a positive or negative electric current of defined 
duration and intensity based on the determination ofthe 
coulombmeter and/or voltmeter and applies the positive 
or negative electric current to the stimulating electrode, 
asaresult of which imbalances of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes are reduced or equalized. 

2. А device according to claim 1, wherein the pulse-gen- 
erator generates electrical pulses which are amplified into the 
stimulating pulses by the current/voltage source and passed to 
atleast one ofthe stimulating electrodes or to a number ofthe 
stimulating electrodes. 

3. А device according to claim 2, wherein a shape or con- 
tour of the electrical stimulating pulses generated by the 
device or of current pulses for the charge equalization 
between the stimulating electrodes is adapted according to a 
type of tissue to be stimulated or to a type of nerve cells to be 
stimulated. 

4. A device according to claim 2, further comprising a 
switching contact, wherein a connection of the electrical cir- 
cuit to the at least one of the stimulating electrodes is config- 
ured to be interrupted or established by the switching contact. 

5. А device according to claim 1, wherein the device further 
includes a coulombmeter and/or voltmeter which is con- 
nected to the stimulating electrodes and ascertains the electric 
voltage between the stimulating electrodes or ascertains 
imbalances at the stimulating electrodes. 

6. A device according to claim 5, wherein stimulation 
cycles are applied to the stimulating electrodes by the electric 
circuit, wherein the coulombmeter and/or voltmeter ascer- 
tains the electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes 
between the stimulation cycles, while the tissue or nerves 
contacted with the stimulating electrodes is/are not being 
stimulated by the stimulating pulses of the stimulating elec- 
trodes, or no load current or stimulating current is being 
applied to the stimulating electrodes. 

7. А device according to claim 1, wherein the device further 
includes a comparator which is connected to the charge- 
injector and which establishes whether the electric voltage or 
the differences in charge between the stimulating electrodes 
lies below, within or above a defined voltage range which is 
defined by predetermined limiting values. 

8. A device according to claim 7, wherein a result ascer- 
tained by a coulombmeter and/or a voltmeter with respect to 
the electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes or 
with respect to the imbalances of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes is passed to the comparator and a result 
ofthe comparison carried out by the comparator as to whether 
the electric voltage or the differences in charge between the 
stimulating electrodes lies below, within or above a predeter- 
mined voltage range is passed to the charge-injector and on 
the basis of the signals passed by the comparator the charge- 
injector applies a positive or a negative voltage and with 
defined current intensity over a defined time-interval to the at 
least one stimulating electrode, so that the electric voltage 
between the stimulating electrodes or imbalances of electric 
charges on the stimulating electrodes are reduced or equal- 
ized. 

9. A device according to claim 1, wherein the device serves 
for electrostimulation of a retina of an eye, as a function of 
incident light, with an electrical circuit preferably in the form 
of an integrated circuit which is designed to be implanted in 
the region of the retina, wherein the electrical circuit includes 
a number of contact-points for contacting retinal cells and a 
number of light-sensitive elements which drive the contact- 
points via the electrical circuit as a function of incident light. 
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10. A device according to claim 1, further comprising a 
chip, wherein the electrical circuit comprises electronic com- 
ponents and also metallic conductor tracks for the contacting 
thereof, which are photolithographically microstructured and 
accommodated on the chip. 
11. A system for stimulating living tissue or nerves by 
individual or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating elec- 
trodes, with a device according to claim 1, wherein the device 
is integrated within the stimulation system. 
12. А process for operating a device for stimulating living 
tissue cells or nerves by individual or repeated stimulating 
pulses via a current/voltage source connected to stimulating 
electrodes, the stimulating electrodes configured to contact 
living nerve cells or tissue that are/is stimulated by the stimu- 
lating pulses of the stimulating electrodes, comprising the 
following steps: 
ascertaining, by a coulombmeter and/or voltmeter of the 
device, an electric voltage between the stimulating elec- 
trodes or ascertaining, by the coulombmeter and/or volt- 
meter of the device, an imbalance of electric charges 
between the stimulating electrodes, 
comparing the ascertained voltage between the stimulating 
electrodes with a predetermined voltage range, 

performing feedback control with an electrical circuit that 
includes a charge-injector by generating and applying a 
positive or negative electric current of defined duration 
and intensity, based on the ascertained voltage or on the 
ascertained imbalance of electric charge, to at least one 
of the stimulating electrodes by means ofa charge injec- 
tor, as a result of which the electric voltage between the 
stimulating electrodes or the imbalance of electric 
charges remaining on the stimulating electrodes is 
reduced or equalized, 

wherein the charge-injector is connected to the current/ 

voltage source and to the coulombmeter and/or voltme- 
ter and to at least one of the stimulating electrodes. 

13. A process according to claim 12, further comprising: 

ascertaining, by the device, the electric voltage between the 

stimulating electrodes also during the equalization of 
charge on the stimulating electrodes; and 

interrupting the supply of current to the stimulating elec- 

trodes for the purpose of charge equalization as soon as 
the voltage between the stimulating electrodes again lies 
within the predetermined voltage range or no voltage is 
present any longer between the stimulating electrodes. 

14. A process according to claim 12, 

wherein stimulation cycles are applied to the stimulating 

electrodes, 

wherein ascertaining, by the device, an electric voltage 

between the stimulating electrodes or ascertaining, by 

the device, an imbalance of electric charges between the 

stimulating electrodes, further comprises: 

ascertaining the electric voltage between the stimulating 
electrodes or the imbalance of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes and/or of the equalization of 
charge on the stimulating electrodes between the 
stimulation cycles, while the tissue or nerves con- 
tacted with the stimulating electrodes is/are not being 
stimulated by stimulating pulses of the stimulating 
electrodes or no load current or stimulating current is 
being applied to the stimulating electrodes. 

15. A process according to claim 12, 

wherein ascertaining, by the device, an electric voltage 

between the stimulating electrodes or ascertaining, by 
the device, an imbalance of electric charges between the 
stimulating electrodes, further comprises: 
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ascertaining the electric voltage between the stimulating 
electrodes or the imbalance of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes when no stimulating current is 
applied to the stimulating electrodes. 

16. A process according to claim 12, 

wherein ascertaining, by the device, an electric voltage 
between the stimulating electrodes or ascertaining, by 
the device, an imbalance of electric charges between the 
stimulating electrodes, further comprises: 
ascertaining the electric voltage between the stimulating 

electrodes or the imbalance of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes and/or of the equalization of 
charge on the stimulating electrodes only when no 
stimulating current is applied to the stimulating elec- 
trodes and to stimulating electrodes in the vicinity of 
the stimulating electrodes, wherein neither the stimu- 
lating electrodes nor stimulating electrodes in the 
vicinity of the stimulating electrodes are being stimu- 
lated by stimulating pulses. 

17. А process according to claim 12, wherein the ascertain- 
ment of an electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes 
or of an imbalance of electric charges on the stimulating 
electrodes and/or of the equalization of charge on the stimu- 
lating electrodes is repeated cyclically. 

18. A process according to claim 12, 

wherein ascertaining, by the device, an electric voltage 
between the stimulating electrodes or ascertaining, by 
the device, an imbalance of electric charges between the 
stimulating electrodes, further comprises: 
ascertaining the electric voltage between the stimulating 

electrodes or the imbalance of electric charges on the 
stimulating electrodes and supplying the equalizing 
current with defined duration and amplitude to the 
stimulating electrodes for the purpose of equalization 
of charge on the stimulating electrodes in alternating 
manner. 

19. A system for stimulating living tissue or nerves by 
individual or repeated stimulating pulses via stimulating elec- 
trodes, said system comprising an electrical circuit operating 
by a process according to claim 12. 

20. A device for stimulating living tissue cells or nerves 
comprising: 

stimulating electrodes configured to be in contact with 
living nerve cells or tissue and configured to stimulate 
the living nerve cells or tissue by individual or repeated 
stimulating pulses of the stimulating electrodes; 

a pulse-generator and a current/voltage source arranged to 
transmit the individual or repeated stimulating pulses to 
the stimulating electrodes, wherein the stimulating elec- 
trodes have an electric voltage and an electric charge in 
response to the at least one pulse; 

a coulombmeter and/or a voltmeter which is connected to 
the stimulating electrodes; and 

an electrical circuit which performs feedback control to 
control the electric voltage or the electric charge remain- 
ing on the stimulating electrodes as a function of the 
electric voltage between the stimulating electrodes and 
actively reduces or equalizes imbalances of electric 
charges on the stimulating electrodes; 

wherein the device further includes a charge-injector 
which generates a positive or negative electric current of 
defined duration and intensity and applies it to the stimu- 
lating electrode to actively reduce or equalize imbal- 
ances of electric charges on the stimulating electrodes, 

wherein the charge-injector is connected to the current/ 
voltage source and to the coulombmeter and/or voltme- 
ter and to at least one of the stimulating electrodes, 
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wherein the stimulating electrodes comprise at least one 

counter-electrode. 
21. A process for operating a device for stimulating living 
tissue cells or nerves by individual or repeated stimulating 
pulses via stimulating electrodes, the stimulating electrodes 
configured to contact living nerve cells or tissue that are/is 
stimulated by the stimulating pulses of the stimulating elec- 
trodes, comprising the following steps: 
ascertaining, by a coulombmeter and/or voltmeter of the 
device, an electric voltage between the stimulating elec- 
trodes or ascertaining, by the coulombmeter and/or volt- 
meter of the device, an imbalance of electric charges 
between the stimulating electrodes, 
comparing the ascertained voltage between the stimulating 
electrodes with a predetermined voltage range, 

performing feedback control with an electrical circuit that 
includes a charge-injector by generating and applying a 
positive or negative electric current of defined duration 
and intensity, based on the ascertained voltage or on the 
ascertained imbalance of electric charge, to at least one 
of the stimulating electrodes by means of a charge- 
injector to actively reduce or equalize the electric volt- 
age between the stimulating electrodes or the imbalance 
of electric charges remaining on the stimulating elec- 
trodes, 

wherein the stimulating electrodes comprise at least one 

counter-electrode, 

wherein the charge-injector is connected to the current/ 

voltage source and to the coulombmeter and/or voltme- 
ter and to at least one of the stimulating electrodes. 
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